Heterogeneity of the endothelial cell and its role in organ preference of tumour metastasis.
The vascular endothelium is a remarkably heterogeneous organ. In addition to well-characterized anatomical diversity in situ, specific differences are increasingly being recognized between surface antigens on endothelial cells from different tissues, including absence of the classic endothelial marker factor VIII-related antigen (von Willebrand factor) from many endothelial cells. Microvascular heterogeneity extends to properties of endothelial cells thought to be involved in tumour angiogenesis and metastasis, such as growth factor responsiveness and expression of cell adhesion molecules. These findings are not only of relevance to the unambiguous identification and characterization of cultured endothelial cells, but, as Roy Bicknell and colleagues discuss, may explain the phenomenon of preferential organ tumour metastasis and provide novel opportunities for antitumour therapy.